Foreword
This report is part of a series issued by the Southern Education Foundation (SEF) to track demographic trends shaping the South's future. It presents critically important data on quality of life in the South, the viability of democratic systems of governance, basic fairness, national security, and economic growth. The series' first report, A New Majority (2007) , documented the disturbing growth in the number of low income students enrolled in the South's public schools. The second report, A New Diverse Majority (2010), showed that not only is there a new majority of low income students in the South, but that a majority of those students are "of color." This report adds to the portrait of the South's education challenges by documenting that growing numbers of the South's children are not only low income or "of color," but also live in conditions of extreme, concentrated poverty.
In considering the trends evident in these three reports, one is tempted to quote civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer's plaintive question, "Is this America?" How can it be that we have allowed so many to slip into extreme poverty and desperation? The three reports convey one basic message: If the South's people are to enjoy a decent quality of life in the future, it is time to put education improvements at the top of the region's list of pressing priorities for ameliorative actions before it is too late.
A robust debate persists among scholars and governmental officials about the level of resources that constitutes an appropriate "poverty line." Today the federally established poverty line is $22,025 for a family of four.
The term "extreme poverty" refers to a family of four that subsists on half that amount, or approximately $11,000 a year. As the report shows, the pro-rated income of such families means that a maximum of seven or eight dollars a day is available to meet the food, clothing, Today's Americans must make decisions while under levels of extraordinary stress, when budgets are being cut and claims for scarce resources are legion. It is in a sense the worst of times to make consequential choices, but choose we must. In the future, we will all have to live with the decisions we make today about who will receive a quality education and who will not.
We had better chose wisely.
The world is full of nations with small numbers of wealthy, well-educated elites and large numbers of the desperately poor. These are places where crime, disease, and tragedy run rampant, where frayed social welfare nets barely keep society from collapsing. These are places where social disorder and dysfunction pose tangible threats, both within and beyond national borders. It is difficult for most Americans to face up to the fact that our great nation, with all of its aspirations to be a "land of opportunity" where the American Dream thrives, is beginning more and more to resemble such unequal societies. But that is the direction in which our great nation is moving.
The truth is that if a child does not have the opportunity to receive a quality education irrespective of class, race, gender, or place, the promise of equality is a hollow formalism. Equal opportunity means nothing to a growing child without equal access to the educational resources necessary to take advantage of equal opportunity. In effect, denying children a quality opportunity to learn means denying them the chance to avail themselves of "equal opportunity" as adults.
It is a tragedy for a child, who comes into the world an "innocent," to live in extreme poverty in the richest nation in the world. But it will be a tragedy for the nation when the ranks of the poor are so numerous and of such a scale that remediation becomes well nigh impossible.
Addressing the educational needs of the poorest of the poor will not be easy. Sacrifices will have to be made.
But as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., once said, "Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. This is the interrelated structure of reality."
The global economy in which we live and work demands that we invest in a world-class system of education for as many people in our nation as possible. An educated people can innovate, grow the nation's economic base, respond to market opportunities, attract and use investment capital, create jobs, compete successfully with well-trained people around the world, and thrive. Lack of education contributes not only to poverty, marginalization, and dependence, but also to an undertrained, unprepared workforce. Having masses of desperately poor and marginalized people is a crippling liability in a nation with a modern, information-based economy.
We can pay now or pay later. Shall we pay for schools today or for more prisons tomorrow? Shall we have well-educated people or embrace ignorance at a time when education is the means by which to have choices, live with dignity, support oneself and one's family, and advance the economic interests of the nation? Shall we face the future with hope and resolve to improve education for all or shall we, ostrich-like, continue to deny the evidence of demographic trends? What is enough to shake us out of our complacency or indifference? SEF issues this report as a warning that all should heed.
When the numbers of poor are expanding so rapidly that we need to make distinctions between levels of disadvantage and destitution, it is time for change.
We must act to reverse the downward spiral of poverty through education. Our future is at stake. What we do today matters.
Lynn Huntley
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Introduction
The numbers of poor and low income students in the public schools of the South and nation have substantially increased during the last decade. Today a majority of the South's public school students are low income, and nationwide more than 45 percent of the public school children are also eligible for free or reduced lunches due to low family income. States have differing standards of income and assets for food stamp eligibility, but households at or below the poverty threshold are eligible for food stamps in all states.
5 See Appendix 6 for the methods by which this projection was made. It assumes that the recession has not substantially changed the characteristics and current income levels of food stamp recipients. Other reasonable assumptions on the recession's effects on extreme poverty were also tested and all showed a significant gain in children in extreme poverty. See also Appendix 4. During the same period, 10 percent or more of student loans for higher education were at least 60 days delinquent in more than half the counties in the United
Percent of New Food Stamp Recipients
States. The overwhelming majority of these overdue student loans were in the South, where three out of four counties had delinquency rates of 10 percent or more.
In one out of every 12 Southern counties, the delinquency rates were 20 percent or higher. In Mississippi and New Mexico, the rates of bad student loans were 20 percent or higher in one out every five counties.
These indicators of consumer well-being suggest that a large part of the nation-especially states in the South and the West-are continuing and will remain in the depths of a recession for months to come. These conditions also indicate that the growth of extreme poverty among children will continue into 2011. 
Change in Number of Unemployed Adults
Children in Extreme Poverty in US School Districts: 2008
Before suffering the harshest effects of the "Great Recession" during the last two years, more than one thousand public school districts across every state in the Union-2/5 of the more than 2,700 school districts for which data was available in 2008-had rates of extreme child poverty greater than the national average of 7.9 percent. Compared with the other 35 states, the South had more than twice its share of school districts with 10 percent or more of children living in extreme poverty. Two out of every five Southern school districts in this study had a rate of extreme child poverty at or above 10 percent.
In the Northeast, less than one in eight school districts had such high rates.
On the other end of the spectrum, 34 school districts in the United States had no children in extreme poverty in 2008. None of these districts were in the South. 
Student Demographics in School Districts by Rates of Extreme Child Poverty
School districts with high concentrations of extremely poor children have a disproportionately large enrollment of students of color-primarily African Americans and Hispanics. 7 African American (43.4 percent) and Hispanic (34.4 percent) students make up 78 percent of the total enrollment of the 100 school districts in the United States with the highest levels of extremely poor children-districts where at least two children out of every 10 live in extreme poverty. White students comprise only 18 percent of the more than 1.3 million students in this group of extreme poverty school districts.
The same pattern persists in districts where one out of every 10 children is extremely poor. Two-thirds of the more than 8.8 million students enrolled in these districts are African American and Hispanic, and less than onethird are White.
At the other end of the scale, White students constitute 79 percent of the combined enrollment of the nation's school districts without any extremely poor children.
African American (5.5 percent) and Hispanic (7.2 percent) students total 13 percent of such students.
As a consequence, students of color are overrepresented in school districts where rates of extreme child poverty are highest. Forty-six percent of all African American students in this study-more than 2.7 million students across the nation-were in school districts where at least one of every 10 children lived in extreme poverty in The census data on children in households with income below 50 percent of the federal poverty line does not provide information on the demographic characteristics of these children. By linking census data with enrollment data for the same school district, this report identifies the characteristics of students enrolled in the public schools according to the districts' numbers and percentages of extremely poor children. There are 31.7 million students in the national database of school districts for this study, and 51 percent are White. See Appendix 6. White students were enrolled in districts with extreme poverty rates of 10 percent or higher.
Percentage of Students in School Districts
Native American students were similarly overrepresented in school districts with higher rates of extreme child poverty, although the largest segment of these students were enrolled in districts with rates between 5 and 9.9 percent. This pattern does not apply to Asian American students, however. More than 51 percent of all Asian American students were enrolled in school districts with an extreme child poverty rate of less than five percent. Asian Americans were more likely to be in school districts with lower levels of extreme child poverty than any other racial or ethnic group, including Whites.
Students enrolled in special education classes were evenly distributed among the school districts with differing levels of extreme poverty in this study. Thirtynine percent of these students were in the districts in the middle range and roughly 30 percent in both the These differences reflect large discrepancies in annual per pupil spending. The median school district with lower rates of extreme child poverty had $6,152 more for educating each student-76 percent more fundingthan the median school district with high rates.
The distribution of federal funds to school districts Districts with less than five percent extreme poverty had a median score of 78 percent-a rate that is about one-fourth better. Those districts in between these two groups-with extreme child poverty rates between 5 and 9.9 percent-exhibited a median rate in the middle.
Student Performance in School Districts by Rates of Extreme Child Poverty
Similar gaps between the three categories of school districts were also evident when the districts' median pass rates for students were aggregated for all available subjects in 16 different tests over three years for 4th grade, 8th grade, and high school students. (2007) . NAEP does report tests scores for a few large urban school districts for 4th and 8th grades. State-mandated tests exist in all 50 states for several grades and subjects, and most have considerably higher rates of students performing at or above proficient levels.
9 See Appendix 6 for statement of methods and the "Web Extras" link for this report at www.southerneducation.org.
Issues and Implications for Policy and Practice in Education
The tions or attend child-focused educational programs with stimulating learning environments.
When extremely poor children reach school age, they are seldom school-ready. The average poor child enters school-be it kindergarten or pre-kindergarten-far behind other students in most areas of everyday knowledge and learning. Exceptions exist, but in early childhood education today, the poorer the child's household, the further that child will be behind other students in knowledge and understanding on the first day of school. 
Conclusions and Recommendations
America 
